Robotic-assisted thoracoscopic surgery (RATS) for benign and malignant esophageal tumors.
Robotic surgical systems are most effective for operations in areas that are small and difficult to reach. Ideal indications for this new technology have yet to be established. The esophagus possesses attributes that are interesting for general thoracic robotic surgeons. Robotic-assisted thoracoscopic surgery (RATS) using the da Vinci system (Intuitive Surgical, Inc, Mountain View, CA) was performed in six patients with esophageal tumors. This comprised the dissection of the intrathoracic esophagus including lymph node dissection in four patients suffering from esophageal cancer and the extirpation of a benign lesion (one leiomyoma and one foregut cyst) in the remaining two patients. All procedures were completed successfully with the robot. The median overall operating time was 173 (160-190) minutes in the oncologic cases and 121 minutes in the benign cases, including the robotic act of 147 (135-160) minutes and 94 minutes, respectively. There were no intraoperative complications. One patient had to undergo a redo thoracoscopy because of a persistent lymph fistula. One cancer patient died after 12 months due to tumor progression and another patient had to be stented due to local tumor recurrence 19 months postoperatively. This first small series of various esophageal pathologies treated by robotic-assisted thoracoscopic surgery supports the impression that the esophagus is an ideal organ for a robotic approach. The potential of the da Vinci system, especially for oncologic indications, remains to be proven in future clinical trials.